Undetected traumatic diastasis of cranial sutures: a case of child abuse.
Traumatic diastasis of cranial sutures is a type of bone fracture more common in children than in adults, but little attention has been paid to this skull damage. Differentiation between inflicted and accidental traumatic head injury is still a challenge in forensic pathology, particularly in pediatric population. In fact, diastasis of cranial sutures may occur with or without other skull fractures and may be the only evidence of an abusive head trauma (AHT). This is a case study dealing with undetected traumatic diastasis of cranial sutures in child abuse. The skeletonized juvenile remains were found inside a suitcase. A diastasis of the coronal and sagittal sutures was the only finding recorded at the autopsy with no other relevant bone defects. The diastasis was originally attributed by the medical examiner to a physiological unfused stage of the calvarial bones. Therefore, the cause of death was undetermined. Twelve years later an anthropological revision of the cold case showed that diastasis of the coronal and sagittal sutures was assessed as the evidence of an AHT. Analysis of skull fractures in child abuse can be challenging as normal skull suture variants mimicking intentional injury are reported. Diastasis of the cranial sutures can be also a post-mortem effect of burning or freezing. Therefore, a differential diagnosis between natural, accidental or inflicted skull defects is mandatory in death investigation. A multidisciplinary approach in such circumstances is strongly recommended in order to reduce the risk of misdiagnosis.